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Selectmen open talks with RGN

By MARK N[CHOLS
STAFF WRITER

Competition could be a good
thing. That's why selectmen
invited RCN Cable to visit and
discuss what it might offer to the
town,

The wheels of discontent
have been running for a few
years. Residents have constantly
complained about poor service
and high costs by current cable
provider MediaOne. That led
Selectman Joseph Gill to call
RCN cable.

Though it took him a number
of phone calls, he was finally
able to contact George Duffy,
RCN vice president for franchis-
ing and development. That dis-
cussion led to the invitation to
make a pitch to Tewksbury
seiectmen.

“When we renegotiated the

‘When it comes to
comunities such as
yourself, we have to get
on poles like
everyone else.’

GEORGE DUFFY,
RCN VICE PRESIDENT

cable contract, we entered in
good faith,” said Giil. “I do not
know if RCN is any better than
MediaOne. Frankly, I do not
care. Competition is a great
umpire.”

Setectman John Ryan agreed
with that statement, He was not
prepared to just invite RCN to
come to Tewksbury.

“if 1 were to invite you to

#l SEE CABLE, PAGE 8

RCN looking to increase customer base
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come into this town, 1 would
have to make sure you provide
good service,” said Ryan.

Gill said the town has five
years left on its cutrent contract
with MediaOne. Gill said the
town could send out a request for
proposais (RFP) to seek a com-
petitor in  Tewksbury for
MediaOne.

That has not happened.

That is no longer an exclusive
contract. The federal Telecom-
munications Act of 1996 opened
the door to competition.

Duffy said RCN has a 100 year
history in the telecommunica-
tions industry. Five years ago, it
moved into the cable business.
The company joined with Bos-
ton Edison Telecommunications
when it sought to join the Bos-
ton market.

“A couple of years ago, RCN
came to us about cable televi-
sion. At the same time, deregula-
tion came, Two forces gave us the
opportunity to go in a direction
we had not thought about
before,” said Boston Edison Vice

President John Connor.

He told sefectmen Boston Edi-
son has a foothold in Massachu-
setts. It is looking to increase that
foothold to 2 million customers
by next year.

RCN serves Newton, Boston,
Somerville, Arlington, and Wal-
tham. [t decided to compete in
the Nottheast corridor because of
the density of the regions
telecommunications market.

Connor told the board with
RCN customers will not need a
converter box unless they want
pay pet view channels. The com-
panty also provides high speed
Internet access and free installa-
tions.

“When it comes to communi-
ties such as yourself, we have to
get on poles like everyone else,”
satd Duffy.

If an RFP were to be written to
open up the Tewksbury cable
macket to competition, then
RCN could apply.

Both MediaOne and RCN
offer most of the same channels.
There are some exceptions.

MediaOne has New England

Cable News in its lineup, while
RCN does not. Mediane pro-
vides 99 channels while RCN has
101, The additional two ¢han-
nels are for local access.
MediaOne has three access chan-
nels, while RCN has four and a
reserved channel that is unspeci-
fied.

The two companies provide
different packages that make
comparisons difficult.

RCN offers HBO, HBO2,
HBC3, HBO West, HBO Famity,
Cinemax, and MoreMax for
31895 per month. MediaOne
offers HRO and HBO Plus, HBO
Signature, STARZ! and Encore for
518.95 per month.

An additional §5 gets a cus-
tomer Starz! and Encore along
with the HBO/MaxPak, frem
RCN. RCN also provides prenui-
um channel packages that
include Showtime, the Movie
Channel, and Encore,

The most expensive lineup an
RCN s all the HBO and Cinenax
channels with Starz!, Encore,
Showtime, and the Movie Chan:
nel for $33.95.




80 Channels In Basic Package

The Quincy

RCN Granted

Provisional
Cable License

By MARILYN JACKSON

By the end of the year
2000, Quincy will have a
second provider not only for
cable but for telephone and
high-speed Internet access
as well.

“Competition will affect
[prices] and keep prices
under control, particularly
for seniors and those on
fixed incomes,” said Mayor
James Sheets who formally
issued a provisional license
to RCN Tuesday.

¢ said he hopes a final
license could be issued by
June, at which time RCN
would begin wiring the city.

Thomas K. Steel, vice
president of municipal rela-
tions for RCN, said the
work in Quincy represents
approximately a $20 million
investment.

For subscribers, RCN
will offer in its basic pack-
age about 80 channels
which will be available
without a converter on ca-
ble-ready television sets for
about $28 a month, said
Steel.

One of those channels
will be a foreign language
channel, and in Quincy,
RCN would include the Jade
Channel which would ap-
peal to Quincy's large Asian
community, said Steel.
There will be about 30 ather

channels available for an
extra fee.

In addition, local tele-
phone service will be of-
fered at a 5 percent discount
from Bell Atlaptic rates;
subscribers who buy both
cable and telephone service
would get a bigger discount
on the cable service, he said.

Rates for high-speed In-
ternet access, which already
is extremely competitive,
have not yet been set, he
added.

Citizens who have a
demonstrated financial need
— such as those receiving
S8, fuel assistance, certain
veterans’ bencfits, Medicare
— or those over 65 could
receive a $2 monthly dis-
count on the basic package.

RCN, of which BeCo-
Com or Boston Edison is a
minority partner, was the
only bidder for a second
license, MediaOne and its
predecessors have held a
cable franchise in Quincy
for several years and se-
cured a 10-year non-
exclusive agreement two
years ago.

For the past three years,
MediaOne has been up-
grading its cable network in
the Northeast at a cost of $1
billion, according to Rick
Jenkinson, director of com-

munications, The work in
Quincy is expected to be
completed during the sec-
ond quarter of this year, at
which time it will be able to
offer MediaOne Express or
high-speed Internet access
and MediaOne digital tele-
phone service.

Jenkinson said that Me-
diaOne also has spent about
$250,000 for 500 new out-
lets in 17 Quincy buildings,
in addition to what was
agreed upon in its original
license.

RCN, which is
headquartered in New Jer-
sey, has been aggressively
marketing its services in the
Greater Boston area for the
past two years. Quincy
marks the 11th community
with which RCN has ob-
fained license agreements.

The first system was
built in Somerville and in
full operation, said John
Conroy Jr.,, manager of
Boston Edison’s govern-
ment affairs. Arlington is
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nearly built, and wiring is
under way in Waltham,

Newton and Brookline, he
said.

Councillor-at-targe Paul
Harold, chairman of the
city’s oversight committee,
said Quincy has been lock-
ing into having a second
provider for the past year-
and-a-half but did not want
1o be the first municipality.
“We are benefiting from the
experience of Somerville,”
he said.

“Quincy is attractive in
terms of the percentage of
subscribers and the pumber
of those who take the sec-
ond and third tier of serv-
ices,” said Harold.

Steel said there are more
than 30,000 homes passed
in Quincy, with about
25,000 cable subscribers,

According to RCN pro-
jections, about 1,200 resi-
dential subscribers would
sign up for cable white
about 12,300 will have
signed up by the then year,

“To be competitive, we
need to reach between 33
and 35 percent of the homes
we pass to make a signifi-
cant profit,” said Steel.
“What's different is that
we're offering a bundle of
services.

“This is not easy, which
is why it has not been done
atready,” Steel said. The
passage of the Telecommu-
nications Act allowed other

providers, like RCN, to of-
fer these other services,
added Conroy.

“The consumers in the
city of Quincy will be get.
ting a choice,” added Ward
2 Councillor Daniel Ray-
mondi, “We have & tremen-
dous number of senjors, and
many are on a fixed in-
come.” This will be benefi-
cial, he said.

Sheets vowed to simplify
for the citizens what the
various packages of services
offer, “to summarize what's

available in a clear-cut, in-
formative way to help them
make a decision.”

He said the information
would be enclosed with tax
bills.

Benefits also will accrue
to the city. RCN has
pledged 5 percent of its
gross revenues, plus a
minimum of $300,000 in
equipment over the life of
the contract.,

By comparison, Me-
diaOne pledges 4.25 percent
of its gross revenue for local
programming, which is
about $300,000. Those
funds are earmarked for
public access and are shared
with the schools, the library
and the mayor's office,

While Raymondi nudged
RCN officials to consider
opening a customer service
office on lower Washington
Street, between the Fore
River Bridge and Southern
Artery, Sheets suggested
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that RCN work with Quincy
2000, the city’s public.
private partnership, to find a
suitable Jocation.

Steel said RCN would
need a site, ideally in the
center, to house all the elec-
tronics of the system.

Whats unique in the
provisional license, added
attorney Howard Horton,
who served as special coun-
sel to the city to negotiate
the license, is that RCN is
willing to build an institu-
tional network linking the
schools and municipal
buildings. If the mayor so
chooses, the $300,000 worth
of equipment promised
during the license would be
reduced to $100,000 worth.

“There is a way to pro-
vide via the Internet a vir-
tual private nerwork without
using a physically con-
structed network,” said
Horton. "It hasn't been
tested, but RCN is willing 10

spend $50,000 in goods and
services to do the test”
without reducing the
$300,000 pledge, he said.

At the appropriate time, a
hotline will be opened to
answer various questions to
potential subscribers. Sheets
added it would be a good
idea to have someone at the
Council on Aging be fully
conversant about the various
cable services tao to help
seniors,
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ing under a temporary license that
expires at the end of this month.

While Cabievision provides
uaelusively cable lelevivion ser-
vices, RCN offers a spectrum of
lelecommunications services,
including cable elevision. phone
and Internet services. The New
Jersey-based corporation recently
purchased [niemet Service
Provider UltraNe1. With the pur-
chiase, RCN became the lurgest
ISP in the Nartheast region.

RCN boasts itseil as a con-
queror of telecommunication
wantx, 4 company that will serve
it customers fairly. promptly and
with good services. The compa-
ny’s Web sile features an in-uni-
form hugle boy biowing a horn
while the American flag waves in
the background. Bs 1997 annual
report had the famous phota of
Germans tearing down the Berlin
Will. Cleverly hidden within the
allin are "Nynex.”

Framingham has not had an
exclusive contract with
Cublevision, but competitors huve
stuved away because slart-up
costs for neweomers are tog hrah,
sind David Green. a Cablevision
wpresentative whoe his worked
closely with the Framingham con-
tract talks. Greene suid when a
cithle company already eaisis in
murkel, a new company would
have 100 difficult a time generat-
ing enough revende to make prof-
il. However, with companies such
as RCN offering phone and
Internet service in additian to
vuble television, there is a better
opportunily far prafil

Contract talhs between
Framingham and Cahievision
hive dragged on pasi the expira-
nion of their enginal boense, and
the company has had 1w apply lor
asevies of lemporary licenses
while tulks have been angoing
Green sind 4 himab contriet has
heen held up because Cablesivion
did not want 1o make o large
linneial commitment to (he town
that it areatly atfected cable rutes
Botwsard the end of 1998 the
fown s Cabde Adviory Board wd
Cablevision began o mahe hel-
WLl the Hi.‘l_‘”(l.lllﬂli\.

Moth Cableyision™s contnc

“ablevision” and “Bell Adantic.”

stell nnpending, the company
could not address the specifics of
the conlract, but did speak of the
general changes they plan to
make in Framwgham.

Green said the company has
agreed to increase its commitment
ta the schools. The high sehool's
vutdated cable elevision studio
wiil be upgraded with new equip-
ment. The high school broadeasls
shows from the studie. but would
be able 10 do more with a new
system.

Cablevision has also agreed 1o
work wizh the deveiopment of
school curriculum geared toward
the cabie and Internel use.

RCN wiil contributc 5 percent
of its total annual earnings from
is cable television service 10
Framingham. It will ulso lay a
fiber-optic network between all of
Framingham's municipal build-
ings. The town can use the system
for a multitude of purposes, rang-
ing from the tugh-speed data
transfer, an internal phone system
on Internet use.

But Cablevison leels it can
utler more 10 Framingham

“If we want 1o wark with a
commuemty, we want o drop oft
more than just a check,” sad
Green, inplying that Cablevision
phans to inake el visible to
Framingham.

Cablevision charges a hasic rale
o $30.90 per month lor 62 chan-
nels, The cast of premium chan-
nels are added 10 the basic rate.

RCN charges $27.95 per month
tor u basic cable package of 80
channels. The company does not
use cable convenier boxes because
1t does not scramble its system
Anryone with a cable-ready televi-
stion ¢ua hook up the system.
They also offer a 33 a month dis-
count on the cuble hilk, but offi-
clals are uncertain whether
Framingham walt be offered the
S rafes

With RON sluted to enier the
nnarker. the two compames will
SO0 Compele for new customens
aml as well as existiing ones
Gireen sand Cablevision has muade
HNPro¥ements in (ks service o
ofter o higher gualiy producet to
i~ TR RN Framingham cus-
ey

Creeen ~ad custamers calling
for service now hd.\r(.' o wad Jess
than 3} seconds 1o speak with
representatise: The company has

TRB Ew0T0 BY PuLd 4481F o

Catrle viewers will have twa companies to chne from later this year, when newcomer Residential Comnunication Network hegim
blevis

conpeting directly agaist Cal

also instituted an on-time guaran-
1ze for ils 1echnicians coming oul
1o perform service. Green said if
the technician (ails to show up at
the preset time, the customer will
receive $20 or a free month ol
cuble service, whichever number
ends up higher.

The upstart RCN will oifer a
number of services once it throws
the switch in Framingham later
this year. Tom Steele. who helped
hammer out the company's new
10-year contract with
Framsngham, said he is uncertain
when the system will be ready n
1999. When it is, residents will be
able to get a lot more than just
cable television from RCN. Local
and long-distance elephone as
well as Internet service will also
be offered. Residents can choose
A0y une Of the services or can
choose a package deal. The sys-
tem wall run ott a state-of-the-an
iber-oplic system that can pro-
vide all the services thraugh
cubie

To caunter RCN, Cablevision
has plans 10 offer Internet service,
hut Green said the new systom
may not be ready for another two

N
“Framingham has always been
high on our privnues,” sad
Steele. citing the town’s thickly

seitied areas. multidwelling units
and commercial property as what
made Framingham a town that
could yield RCN a strong return
on s nvestment.

The newcomer already offers its
services in more 1thaa 10 comau-
nines in the Baston arei. includ-
g Boston, Somerville, Arlinglon
and Newton. However,
Fraraingham is the first communi-
ty where RCN will compete
directly with Cablevision.

To date, RCN has made a
splash in at leasl one
Massachusetts cable market.
Upon the newcomer’s arrival in
Somerville, Time-Warner
announced it would not apply its
10 percent rate increase o
Somerville customers.

Steele said once RCN begins to
offer service in Framingham. i
will hutld out its system in phas-
es. Under the new conltract, RUN
has 10 build 1ts systemn to oller
cable lelevision service (o all
Iramingham residents.

“We're building & sysiemn from
scraich that uses the latest tech-
nology,” said Steele, which he
added gives RCN a 1echmical
advanlage ver its competitors
that have 10 upgrade exising sys-
tems to onprove their product.
Steele estimates that RCN will

spend between 315 midlion-$24
millien to establish s pew
Eraminghin system. Cablevision
pluns o spend about S8 mihon

[ TRIA NI AT o

The tapact cable competiom
B Franuimgiam sl not be
knowaantl the two compiames
begin o vie Tor customers

Tl gomg o be i competitine
warketptace.” said Green. who
expects his company 1o advertise
ageressively in the coming
months.

Stecie said RON's goul with
Framingham i~ not only o airact
first-ime cable users, but alse
convinee Cablevision users o
swilch 1o RCN.

But neither Cablevision or RC?
may he the real winners in the
compeliion,

=Py ulwitys believed that com
petition s cwod thin
Chiis Petrimi. Board ot Selecimer
chuming, Selectmen we i
authority that grints cable heens:
en He said Cablesision prohahly
would nor have been as respon-
wive n 1y negotiations )f RC™
had not heen in the picture.

Steele agreed that the competr-
Bon will be pond for the cahle

~aid

CUSLOITECTS
<t think i all henctits the con-
awamers” sand Steele




The Barnstable Patriot

fanuary 14, 199%

HA  Barriabis « Conserwile + Conati * Hpooms  +  INDEPENODENT & LocaLey Ownen SowcE 1830 ¢ Memmow dan - Orserwitle ~ Wert Barncabie

HYANNIS,

RCN has its official invitatibn

The Town of Barnstable has authorized the granting of a provi-
sional license to RCN (Residential Consumer Network) to provide
cable and an array of telecommunications services to its residents.

That’s good news. fEDH"

The license, which will be signed before Apri! 1 a]lows RCN to
move forward with permitting and all other requirements for con-
structing a new cable system within the town.

For Cable Advisory Committee Chairman David Cole, this is a
position he wanted the town to be in for some time. Cole's involve-
ment with cable issues in Barnstable dates back to the inception of
the system in 1972 under Cablevision when the channel line up
ranged from 2 to 13

“It’s gratifying that through the efforts of the cable advisory
committee the prospect of real competition is here,” Cole said this
week. “It’s been a long time coming.”

Cole sees competition as the key to lower rates, more programming
choices, better service and more attention being paid to the needs of
the town.

Barnstable is still tying up the final ends of its renewal license for
MediaOne, which Assistant Town Manager Mary Jacobs character-
ized as a good contract with many things other municipalities just
don’t have.

Nice work. And from all the cable subscribers in town, thanks.
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Somerville’s experience repeated here?

By CHRISTOPHER IACONO

WAKEFIELD — RCN’s well-received per-
formance in Somerville may be great news

for cable consumers in Wakefield.

Since Somerville became the first commu-

nity in the Common-

wealth to bring RCN in
as a competing cabie ser-
vice against Time Warn-
er in July 1998, the
results, for the most part,

exists.”

in mervilie is tell-tale
to what happens when competition

between RCN and the City of Somerville.

“At the end of every year, the cable compa-
nies usually announce their rate increases for
the upcoming year,” Trane said. “In Decem-
ber 1997, when it was announced that RCN
would be coming into
Somerville, Time Warner
- because of threat of
competition — raised their
rates everywhere except

~~Paul Trane, cable consultant g, o ville in 1998. In July

have been positive.

Or, as Paul Trane, a consultant for the
Telecommunications Insight Group, puts it,
“The story in Somerville is tell-tale to what
happens when competition exists.” The
Somerville-based firm negotiated the contract

® Cable

1998, when RCN started
offering cable services, Time Warner actually
reduced their rates. Then Time Warner again
froze the rates again in 1999. It proves that
competition does work.”

CABLE Page 8

Between 2,000 to 2,500 of the
approximately 19,000 cable cus-
tomers in Somerville (about 10-
13 percent) have switched from
Time Warner to RCN, according
to Trane. A number of these cus-
tomers have also purchased
“bundled services” — local and
leng-distance telephone, cable
and Internet services — from
RCN, according to Trane.

However, RCN has yet to
reach their goal, but Trane said
he believes that it will get there,
According to Trane, RCN’s goal
is to get get between 30-40 per-
cent of the Somerville cable
market within five years.

What about customer service?

According to Alison Mills, the
former Director of Communica-
tions for the City of Somerville,
RCN experienced “some difficul-
ties” with customer service at
first. However, before Mills left
her post in January to work for
U.S. Rep. (and former Mayor)
Michael Capuano, she noticed

that customer service for both
companies was improving.

“Overall, once both systems
were in place, complaints
decreased and overall customer
service was better,” she said.
“Time Warner, in response to
competition, became a better
company.”

Mills said prior to RCN’s
arrival in the city, many cable
customers complained that rates
were too high, but now they
have stabilized.

Also, Mills said people feel
better about the fact they have a
choice between cable companies.
“If you do not have a choice, and
if you have a problem, there are
no alternatives,” she noted.

Two areas that Time Warner
is not competing with RCN, right
now, are phone and Internet ser-
vices.

Later this year, Time Warner
will be swapping its eastern
Mass. systems — including sys-
tems in Wakefield and

Somerville — with MediaOne,
and is expected to offer phone
and Internet services to both
communities.

Even though RCN is not com-
peting with Time Warner in that
area, it is competing with Bell
Atlantic. According to Trane,
even though RCN’s telephone
and Internet rates are about five
percent cheaper than Bell
Atlantic’s, consumers are hesi-
tant about switching to a new
phone company.

Things may change, however,
once Bell Atlantic starts compet-
ing with RCN in the Somerville
cable market later this year.

On March &, the Wakefield
Board of Selectmen granted a
full cable license to RCN. How-
ever, RCN stiil has not yet
received permits from the
Municipal Gas and Light Depart-
ment to start wiring up the town.
Once RCN receives all the
required permits, they have 18
months to build their system.
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Cablevision announces plans for upgrade in service

By FRANC! A. RICHARDSON
News staff

PEABODY — If residents lose
cable service temporarily after
the beginning of May, it's prob-
ably not because they didn’t pay
their bills.

Cablevision announced plans
yesterday to begin construction of
a better, stronger, faster commu-
nications network that will offer
residents 20 new cable channels
and the opportunity to subscribe
to telephone and Internet ser-
vices. The upgrade should be com-
pleted in the fall.

During that process, however,
residents may lose service for a
day when technicians replace the
old wires with the new ones.

“We're going to be doing it
neighborhood by neighborhood,”
said Jay Somers, director of gov-

ernment affairs for Cablevision. |

Cablevision has been criticized
by the city’s Cable Advisory Com-
mittee for charging inflated rates
for outdated services. The city is
currently entertaining a bid from
RCN to provide cable service in
Peahody.

Somers said the upgrade may
be accompanied by a cost in-
crease, but it's too eariy to tell.

At his press conference yes-
terday, Mayor Peter Torigian
touted Cablevision’s efforts to
bring their services into the 21st
century.

“It's due. And with the
changing technology, it's impor-
tant to have the opportunity to
provide for our citizens cable, In-
ternet and telephone services,”
Torigian said. “We look forward
to working with Cablevision to
minimize any inconvenience the

construction may create for the
people of Peabody.”

The worst inconvenience, said
Somers, will be the interruption
in service, which won't last more
than a day. And it will be worth
it. The new service will provide
residents with better picture
quality, better service from Cable-
vision and new channels that in-
clude CNBC, the food network
and the goif channel.

“We lnow the golf channel will
be a big one in Peabody because
it’s building its own golf course,”
Somers said.

Torigian asked an agreeable
Somers to provide City Hall with
the itinerary Cablevision will use
to complete the upgrade. Somers
said residents will be sent letters
30 days before their service is in-
terrupted, and they will also re-
ceive leaflets 24 hours in advance.
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BY ADRIANA BOBINCHOCK
CITIZEN-HERALD STAFF WRITER

The Belmont Cable Advisory Committee
and Residential Cammunications Network,
Inc., of Boston !RCN) have moved a step clos-
er to bringing cable competition to Belmont.

During its meeting Tuesday night at Chen-
ery Middle School, members of the advisory
committee went over a draft of an agreement
between the town and RCN.

Before a final deal can be made, however, a
few minor details need to be worked out
between the committee, the Municipal Light
Department, the Management Information
Committee and RCN.

According to Dick Norris, the cable com-
mittee’s chair, a final draft could be presented
to the Board of Selectmen within a few weeks.

“Hopefully we can get this to the selectmen
in about six weeks,” said Norris. “We have
some minor things to work out, but we're on
the same page.”

During the meeting only two glitches in the
plan were discussed. Instead of using above
ground pedestals to house the junctions that
pass the service from house to house, the
committee has asked that RCN use under-
ground vaults, so that people would not be
able to see them. The committee also wants
RCN to locate any active pedestals behind

ing in on deal

shrubbery in order to minimize their visual
impact.

This request, according to joe Nolan, a rep-
resentative of RCN, dida't seem unreason-
able.

“I believe it would be all right,” he said.

Before anything is agreed upon, however,
the request has to be cleared by RCN manage-
ment.

The other issue that was raised during the
meeting was that of a senior discount. Cable-
vision does not currently offer a discount, but
a Cablevision representative who was at the
meeting said the company would certainly
look into it if RCN decided to offer one.

According to Norris, RCN is currently offer-
ing a $2 discount off the basic package to all
seniors who are in need.

According to Nolan the basic service costs
$25, while Cablevision's basic service is $30,
Figure in the 32 discount, and the seniors
could receive a $7 cut from what they pay
with Cablevision currently.

“That’s 20 percent cheaper than Cablevi-
sion,” said Nolan.

Norris said his idea is to narrow the number
of seniors who would get the discount in
hopes of talking RCN into a greater reduction.

“{f we can focus on those in need, you can
get a more significant discount,” said Norris.

# SEE CABLE, PAGE 14

Town-RCN deal imminent
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said Norris.

CITIZEN-
HERALD

“At least then you know the peo-
ple who really need it are getting
it.”

Norris said the way it would
work is if seniors qualify for other
services, such as subsidized hous-
ing or tax abatements, then they
would automatically qualify for
the cable discount.

Since 23 percent of Belmont’s
residents are seniors, Norris said
the discount is important. He aiso
said he doesn't want to put a dol-
lar figure on the discount, but
would rather put in a percentage.
The comimittee agreed upon 10
percent.

“I prefer the percentage because
over time, rates go up and [ think
the discount should also go up,”

Norris said before anything is
finalized, he would meet with Ben
Adler of the Council on Aging to
find out how many seniors would
qualify.

Nolan said he too would like to
see the data, but said he didn't
think the 10 percent discount
would ruin the deal.

“We'd like to see the popula-
tion, but I don’t think it will be a
problem,” said Nolan.

RCN, which currently serves
Arlington and Watertown, has
been trying to work out a deal
with Belmont for more than a
year. The company hope to infil-
trate the town and woo some of
the 6,000 current Cablevision
subscribers.
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Cable competition closer

M During a hearing, several
Bridgewater officials speak in favor
of allowing RCN to have a cable
license.

By Patricia Jillson
ENTERPRISE CORRESPONDENT

BRIDGEWATER — Cable competition came
one step closer to fruition Wednesday night as town
and industry professionals discussed programming
and service options offered by Pennsylvania-based
Residential Communications Network.

With RCN as the only company that came for-
ward to take up the Board of Selectmen’s offer to
welcome a second cable service provider into town,
the public hearing convened on Wednesday was
little more than a legal formality.

Already the competition committee and the
Board of Selectmen appear to be leaning toward of-
fering RCN a cable license; a recommendation from
the competition committee is expected in the select-
men's office within a matter of weeks, said commit-
tee vice chairperson Nicholas Palmieri.

“We were attracted to RCN based on their bun-
dling concept — cable TV, Internet and telephone
service packaged together,” said Herb Lemon,
chairman of the appointed Bridgewater Cable Com-
petition Committee. Although each component
would also be available separately, bundling the
aforementioned services could save consumers
money.

With or without competition, towns cannot reg-
ulate cable television rates but competition can

help by driving down fees and improving services
as cable providers vie for viewers’ subscriptions.

“I believe strongly in cable competition and I
am looking forward to your recommendation. I
think we should offer a second license in Bridge-
water,” said Selectman Roger Provost, addressing
the competition committee.

The Board of Selectmen established the compet-
ition committee last year, after the Bridgewater
Cable TV Advisory Committee completed its task of
making recommendations to the board regarding
the then-expiring cable license issued to Time
Warner. During the renewal review process more
than one-quarter of respondents to a town-initiated
consumer survey listed escalating rates and the
lack of cable community competmon among their
greatest cable concerns.

Taking advantage of RCN's cable, Internet and
telephone service components would cost consum-
ers $102, said Thomas Steel, the vice president of
RCN. Individually its phone service would ring in
at 5 percent less than Bell Atlantic and basic 80-
channel cable coupled with phone service only
would cost approximately $28 — a savings of $3 of
the stand-alone cable rate, said John Conroy, who
works for RCN's partner Boston Edison Company.

Until relinquishing its control at midnight on
Wednesday, the Federal Communications Commis-
sion regulated all tier one advanced basic cable cov-
erage. Designed to simulate a competitive environ-
ment, neither the FCC regulation nor its removal
will affect RCN policies or offerings because with
the service provider’s anticipated expansion into
Bridgewater it is well prepared to enter into a com-
petitive environment, said Steel.
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Competition seen as key to keeping rising cable rates in check

CABLE TV, From Af
enjoyed near-monapoly siatus,

“The key o making deregulation
work s competition. that's truly
where our focus is going to be,” said
Gene Sullivan, a state Department of
Telecommunications and Energy
commissioner who oversees the
cable industry. “There is comnpeti-
tion, but we have a long way to go.”

Sullivan said that cable “rates will
be 2t a minimumn stable” in the short
term, a prediction echoed by several
spokesmen for cahle companies
serving MetroWest communities.

“There is not golng to be any im-
pact on rates with the sunset of
deregulation at this point,” said
David Green, the director of com-
munity and public affairs for Cable-
vision, which serves Framingharmn,
Sudbury and six other towns in the
region.

1 think rates are going to remain
pretty much in check,” added Rick
Jenkinson, director of communica-
tions for MediaOne, which serves
nine commumities in MetroWest, in-

‘cluding Natick. Milford and Marl-

borough.

But skeptics abound.

“My basic concern is we're dereg-
ulating & monopoly,” said Gerald
Oppenheim, an attomey with the
Boston-based non-profit National
Consumer Law Center. “We did it
with pay phones, and the rate went
from 10 cents to 35 cents.”

Indeed, even in a regulaied mar-
ket, cable rates have marched
steadity upward, rising an average
of almest 5 percent earller this year

New horizons

In Framingham. the cost of recelv-
ing local stations, public access and
“larnily cable” programming is now
£29.62 per month, excluding fran.
chise fees, equipment charges and
other levies.

Cablevision subscribers who get
the “Rainbow Goki” package in
Framingham, which Includes three
HBC stations, the Golf Channel and
other premium offerings, wind up
paying about $60 for their monthly
cable bill. Cablevision currently has
some 18,808 subseribers in Fram-
ingham, an Increase of 600 cus-
tormers since 1997,

in Natick, where more than 9,000
households subseribe 0 MediaOne,
the “Total Baskc™ package of cable
chartnels costs $31 40, with preml-
urn channels like NESN and Show-
time adding $10 to $12 to monthly
hills.

With deregulation in place and in-
creased lechnology at hand, cable
fittns and other ielecommunications
companies are expanding their of-
ferings and trying to bundle different
services into a monthly package.

MediaOne, for example, offers
high-speed Internet access for bout
$40 a month as a supplernental ser-
vice, and plans (o add local tele-
phone service later in the year. Bell
Atlantic is also starting to enter the
cable and Internet business.

And the most prominent newoom-
er io MetroWest is Residential Com-
munications Network, which is par-

- tially owned by Boston Edison. RCN

has won licenses to provide cable,
phone and Internet service in several
area towns, including Framingham,
Hudson, and Waltham, and is inter-
ested in Natick, Franklin and Marl-
borough.

‘The company, which already com-
peles head-to-head with Time
Wamner cable in Somerville, expects
to charge abowt 527 a month for
cable, $40 for Intermet access, or &
total of $102 for an array that in-
cludes phone servica.

“We know we're going to consts-
tently tum lower than our competi-
tors in order to draw customers in,”
said RCN Vice President Tom Steel.

In response, Cablevision s in-
stalling fiberuptic cable in the area to
offer high-speed modem and video-
on-demand services,

“We realize that with competition
on the horlzon, we want to be able to
maintain our market share,” said
Green, the Cablevision spokesman.
“The short-term boost that we
would get from raising rales Is not
going 10 be worth it in the long haul.™

That market-drtven price check is
precisely the reason why Framing-
ham opened its market to BCN, ~c-
cording to Jim Divver, the chatrman
of the Framingham Cable Advisory
Committee.

“We think & lot of customer-ser-
vice kssues and price issues will real-
Iy be driven by competition,” Divver
said. "Any single cable provider in
any town has a rmonopoly, and 1
think monopolies build in a certain
frustration with consumers.”

Level playing fields

Paul Trane, wha helped the city of
Somerville negotiate its contract
with N, sald the deal had immedi-
ate benefits for cable subscribers.

“Spon after the franchise was
signed, Thne Warmer announced
they were ROing Lo Taise rates every-

where in Massachusells excepl in
Somerville," said Trane, who heads
the Telecommunications Insight
Group. “It's living proof thal compe-
titinn works,”

Marlborough City Councillor
Robert Kalz said his community was
seriously considering granting a li-
cense tg RCN to bring head-to-head
compettion with MediaOne.

"We think it might level the playing
field to have more than one
provider,” Katz said. “There was a
real fear that (deregulation) would
give carte blanche to the currem
cable provider to raise rates. There's
no way to combat that unless you
have competition.”

Maurice, the retiree in Maribor-
ough, said he would welcome anoth-
er choice in his community.

“It will probably keep their prices
within reasen.” Maurice said, “If you
don't have any competition. you can
get what the traffic will bear.”

But even competition may have its
limits, according ta some observers,
Oppenheim, the Consumer Law
Genter lawyer, sald there were too
few cahle providers to really keep
prices reasonable.

“Look at airlines. It looks like there
is an enormous amount of competi-
tion, but on every route, the price is
about the same,” Oppenhelm said.
think we're being sold a bill of goods
that competition is the great
panacea, for residentinl price in-

creases.

Meanwhile, Rosalind Niles, a Marl-
borough lawyer who served for eight
years as Massachusetts’ commis-
sioner of cable television, said sever-
al MetroWest towns inevitably will
see rate hikes without such competi-
tion.

“There’s good news and bad
news. | think generally rales are
going lo go up. unfortunately for con-
sumers, but the good news is that in
some Massachusetts communities, 1
believe rates will not go up because
ithey) are fortunate to have more
than one cable operator,” she said.

Rising prices and frustration with
cable service has also prompled
some subscribers to switch entirely
to salrllite recepton.

“We seq (deregulation) as a great
opportunity... prices are going to go
up for cable,” said Rick Paradis,
owner of Dave's TV Sales and Ser-
vice in Ashiand. “People are fed up
with cable as it is. They are fed up
with poor service, and continuously
escalating prices.”

One such customer, Peter McCul-

lough, opted t¢ abandon cable and
installed a small satellite dish when
his family moved from Milford into a
new house in Southborough.

“We watch a lot of Disney, kids'
stull, and 1 have an elderly mother-
in4aw. She likes watching the older
movies and game shows,” said Mc-
Cutlough. “With cable you get an
awful lot of channels that you don’t
watch,”

Saxonville resident Joe Capello
long ago scrapped cable for a dish.
which allows him to watch his
beloved New York Yankees and
other sporting events.

“With cable, 1 could only buy
what they offered. With the dish,
you can get whal you want to buy,
and you can buy it at a cheaper

- price,” said Capello, who recently

purchased a Major League basebal}

package for $119.

Customery’ value

Because each cable company of-
fers different package deals and a
variety of channel offerings, direct
price comparisons are often
difficult. What is not in dispute is the
valte of existing franchises. as
mergers hit the cable industry.

Sullivan, the DTE commissioner,
said each subseriber had heen val-
ued at $4,000 apiece in recent
mergers within the cable industry,
mesaning large price hikes could
counter-productively drive away in-
trinsic assets.

“The pressures that the cable
companies face on the business side
as acquisition targets is going to
force them 1o be more prudem
when it comes to consumers,” said

Sulfivan.

Greater Media Inc.. which serves
miuch of Worcester Cousnty., includ?
ing Northborough. Southboroughi
Upton and Westhorough, was res
cently purchased by Charter Com-
munications Corp. And Comcast
Corp. last month announced plans
to purchase MediaOne. Al the same
tirne, cable tompanies are increas-
ing their offerings and improving
technelogy, especially in the face of
new competition that could lure
away valuable subscribers.

What is important. said Niles. is
fostering competition within a tan-
munity, 5¢ prices are held in check

“1 would encourage any commu-
nity who would like to bring in a
second operator to initiate the li-
censing process,” Niles said. “'You
can'tlose.”
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Hollstdn .. diid dard Service 32,06 3.733
Hi Ahd Standard Service 31.13 1,750
H =M (Basloy noa 25.69 3,356
Hudsoh Bash and Family Cable $30.50 5582
- $29.55 11,142
: £30.50 2,941
! 531.36 2,961
i £32.09 3213
i $31.87 1311
| $24 55 8443
; . ¥CoK. $32.84 2,058
: Natick Mm()ne wiTotal Basic $31.40 9,023
; lorthborough gm Qﬂ& Package 1 and Basic Tier $30.70 4,027
i Shsrbom Jotal Basi; 32763 953
- Southborow, G tor Madla. : 1and Basic Tisr $30.65 2223
| Stow Cabloviston % s%ﬁ and Family Cable __ $30.50 1279
Sudbury Cablevislon : Broad¢ast Baste and Family Cable $30.50 3.643
| plon roats) Medh'u-Sa' Patags 1 and Basic Tier $30.76 1.584
| Waltham - Statdard Sarvice Package 26.2) 15053
1 Wayland ModiaOpe -: Totnl Busic 31.16 3233
! Wellesley MediaOne. .+ Total Basic - $31.33 6,183
Westhorough ~ Greater Media, . Satellite, Package 1 and Basic Tier $29.32 5,192
Waeston MediaOne “Total Basic 32.16 2699
Totak: 146,638

“Totat channels and offerings vary among packages; franchise and some equipment fees not
inclieded: does not include cost of premium services such as HBO.

SOURCE: Massachusetts Department of Telecommunications & Energy
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